THE   EXPANSION   OF   ISLAM   IN   THE   MEDITERRANEAN
concluded a perpetual peace with him. After this it was natural
to expect that Heraclius would continue the Occidental policy of
Justinian. It was true that the Lombards had occupied a portion of
Italy, and the Visigoths, in 624, recaptured from Byzantium its last
outposts in Spain; but what was that compared with the tremen-
dous recovery which had just been accomplished in the Orient?
However, the effort, which was doubtless excessive, had ex-
hausted the Empire. The provinces which Persia had just surren-
dered were suddenly wrested from the Empire by Islam. Heraclius
(610-641) was doomed to be a helpless spectator of the first
onslaught of this new force which was about to disconcert and
bewilder the Western world,1
The Arab conquest, which brought confusion upon both Europe
and Asia, was without precedent. The swiftness of its victory is
comparable only with that by which the Mongol Empires of
Attila, Jenghiz Khan and Tamerlane were established. But these
Empires were as ephemeral as the conquest of Islam was lasting.
This religion still has its faithful today in almost every country
where it was imposed by the first Caliphs. The lightning-like
rapidity of its diffusion was a veritable miracle as compared with
the slow progress of Christianity,
By the side of this irruption, what were the conquests, so long
delayed, of the Germans, who, after centuries of effort, had suc-
ceeded only in nibbling at the edge of "Romania" ?
The Arabs, on the other hand, took possession of whole sections
of the crumbling Empire. In 634 they seized the Byzantine fortress'
of Bothra (Bosra) in Transjordania; in 635 Damascus fell before
them; in 636 the battle of Yarmok gave diem the whole of Syria;
in 637 or 638 Jerusalem opened its gates to them, while at the
same time their Asiatic conquests included Mesopotamia and
Persia. Then it was the turn of Egypt to be attacked; and shortly
after the death of Heraclius (641) Alexandria was taken, and before
long the whole country was occupied. Next the invasion, still
continuing, submerged the Byzantine possessions in North Africa.
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1 vasoiev, op. cit., vol. I, p. 280.
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